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THE IMPACT OF TRAWLING ON SOME 
TROPICAL SPONGES AND OTHER SESSILE 
FAUNA. Memoirs of the Queensland Museum 44: 
455. 1999;- Following a replicated repeated-trawl 
depletion experiment, which removed 70-90% of the 
initial biomass of sessile fauna, non-destructive 
methods have been used to measure recovery of the 
structurally dominant species. To date, three 
post-impact surveys have been completed (1 month, I 
year, 2 years) on 6 trawled swathes and 6 controls. 
These involved quantitative video observations from a 
tow-sled and from an ROV with positioning precision 
of2m. More than 80 taxa of sessile fauna were recorded 
and about 15 taxa, including sponges, gorgonians, and 
alcyonarians and hard corals, were abundant enough 
for analysis. The attributes measured for each organism 
were species, position, size (height, width, and area), 
and condition (proportion intact, dead, or encrusted). 
These data enabled analyses of density, size, condition 
and species composition, with high precision. We have 
demonstrated statistically that the methods are very 
powerful for detecting recovery on the trawled tracks, 
but the time series is, as yet, too short to identify any 
recovery. Nevertheless, in treatment vs control or 
before vs after comparisons, all taxa analysed for which 
sample size was adequate, showed significant impact 


due to trawling, for at least one or more of the measured 
attributes. For all benthos taxa combined, the rate of 
decrease in benthos density with trawl intensity 
corresponded to ~I0% per trawl, so that in areas 
trawled 13 times, the benthos density was only -25% of 
that in un-trawled areas. This conclusion was very 
similar to the overall estimate of removal obtained from 
depletion-regression analysis of the catch obtained 
during the repeat-trawl experiment. The results also 
indicated the nature in which trawl impact was 
manifested for different organisms with different 
structure and morphology. The sea whips were most 
resilient to removal, though they could be damaged. 
Sponges and soft corals were relatively easily removed 
and hard corals were easily broken. The gorgonians 
were intermediate and variable in resilience. The 
interaction between these differences and trawl impact 
caused a marked change in, and degradation of, the 
community' composition of the seabed habitat. □ 
Porifera, sessile fauna, impact, condition, recovery . trawling . 
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